and The Red Pony. The lesson plans include resources for teachers working with English Language Learners and are designed to be interactive, adaptable, and to comply with the new Common Core Standards. The site also includes context on historical, geographical, and philosophical influences on Steinbeck and his works. All of the materials are available free of charge to both teachers and students.
Wright is also excited to announce the launch of the project's pilot program for the fall of 2013. Steinbeck in the Schools will be working with nearly two dozen high school teachers who will beta-test the Of Mice and Men curriculum. Each teacher will choose lesson plans to use in the classroom and provide valuable feedback for improving and expanding the curriculum before its national debut. Additionally, The Red Pony curriculum will be piloted by a teacher in Shanghai, China. Future plans for the project include creating a multi-media resource section on the Steinbeck in the Schools' site. Users will be able to access some of the extensive collection of audio and video resources housed at the Martha Heasley Cox Center for Steinbeck Studies. Wright invites additional inquiries about the project by email at richard@arreyofideas.com.
Finally, conference attendee and Salinas resident, William Ray, recently launched a new website dedicated to the interests of Steinbeck at SteinbeckNow.com. The mission of SteinbeckNow.com is to provide people with the opportunity to answer the invitation Steinbeck issued to his own readers: John Steinbeck invited readers to participate in his fiction. Steinbeck Now is an international community of Steinbeck lovers who accept the writer's invitation. An independent information resource with no institutional affiliation, SteinbeckNow.com is a not-for-profit, non-commercial educational portal developed to benefit the public. SteinbeckNow.com accepts original articles and art with a fresh, transformative perspective on Steinbeck's life, thought, and persona. ("Join the Conversation") Ray invites interested fans and writers to visit the website to read intriguing features, such as "Steinbeck's Home Movies, " "What FBI Files Reveal about Hoover's War on Steinbeck, " and "Steinbeck, Snowden, and the Future of America. " Visitors are encouraged to submit their own work and contribute to the ongoing conversation about the author's importance in contemporary American society.
The international Steinbeck conference was held in conjunction with this year's thirty-third Annual Steinbeck Festival, and presenters and attendees had the opportunity to enjoy a trip to Salinas, tour the National Steinbeck Center, and participate in other celebratory events. The festival's theme was "home" and events focused on Steinbeck's homes and the places in and around Salinas that were significant to the author. Attendees enjoyed a BBQ in the Pastures of Heaven, walking and bus tours, a tour of Ed Ricketts's laboratory in Monterey, performance art by local high schools students, and a film showing. Participants were also treated to talks on the locale and notions of home in Steinbeck's works by Dr. Susan Shillinglaw, Professor at San Jose State University, Dr. Gavin Cologne-Brookes, Professor of English at Bath Spa University, and Octavio Solis, prominent Latino playwright. Overall, the conference and festival events provided opportunities for significant intellectual exchange, entertainment, and enjoyment for those involved.
Both the Center for Steinbeck Studies and the National Steinbeck Center, along with many other institutions across the country, are also preparing to host multiple events to celebrate the seventy-fifth anniversary of the publication of The Grapes of Wrath next year. The Center for Steinbeck Studies will be hosting a performance of the play and a studio performance of the music from Ricky Ian Gordon's recent opera based on The Grapes of Wrath in the spring of 2014. The Center also plans to host a screening of John Ford's Oscar Awardwinning 1939 film adaption of the novel.
The National Steinbeck Center will inaugurate its celebration of the novel with a road trip retracing the migrants' route from Oklahoma to California to highlight and reflect on the similar economic challenges contemporary Americans still face today. Talks and exhibitions will be held at various locations along Route 66 through the end of 2014:
In 2014, the National Steinbeck Center will celebrate the 75th anniversary of The Grapes of Wrath by convening a national dialogue, seeking out the experiences of individual Americans today, and bringing them into the light. We will follow the Joad family's original journey from Oklahoma to California, collecting and sharing these stories. Along the way, with artists who can speak authentically about the human experience, we will invite wide public collaboration through partnerships with key organizations and through multiple social media channels. ("Grapes of Wrath Anniversary")
Numerous artists who work in diverse mediums will be hosting the journey and directing events at cultural arts and educational venues along the historic route. The schedule of events can be accessed at www.grapesofwrath75.org.
Artistic interest in The Grapes of Wrath has been high in recent years as the current economic recession, housing foreclosure crisis, and harsh, persistent drought in Oklahoma and other parts of Texas and the southwest have made drawing parallels between the novel and contemporary life in the United States all too easy. Adaptions of the play and opera have flourished across the nation. Fans can expect to continue to see numerous productions of the play across the States in 2014. Interest in the work is so high that, to the chagrin of some and the delight of others, renowned director and producer Steven Spielberg has sought to acquire the rights to the novel to produce a new version of the film for DreamWorks (Chafey). DreamWorks has been in negotiations with Tracy Letts, who won the Pulitzer Prize for his stage play, August: Osage County, to write the screenplay (Ferri) . While some have considered John Ford's 1939 adaption of The Grapes of Wrath to be untouchable, no doubt, a new version of the film will strongly resonate with Americans of this decade. Perhaps a new version will poignantly illustrate the significant ways in which the nation has not moved forward since Steinbeck wrote his compelling tale of poverty, injustice and righteous anger seventy-five years ago.
One really only has to scan the news, however, with its numerous accounts of high poverty rates and intense anti-immigrant sentiment, to see that this is this case. In fact, a poignant event in Augusta, Georgia practically brought a scene from The Grapes of Wrath to life right in the streets of a major metropolitan area in March 2013. A riot nearly broke out as hundreds of residents gathered to watch the merchandise of a bankrupt, local grocery store being thrown into dumpsters and carted to the landfill. Onlookers, most of whom reside in the severely economically-depressed area and had gathered hoping the surplus would be distributed, were appalled at the waste and shared their sentiments with news reporters on site. One onlooker questioned why the merchandise, which included fresh food that is particularly scarce in the neighborhood, was not being donated. Another was quoted as saying, "There are people with babies who need diapers out here" (Crawford and Mirshak) .
The barrage of negative and racist comments the news story elicited on The Augusta Chronicle's website was just as disturbing as the throwing away of muchneeded food in the garbage. One respondent commented, "When my baby was little and needed diapers, I had to pay for them. My goodness, this lady thinks she should have free diapers. Take the darn things when she didn't pay for them! These people probably already have the EBT card. So, I pay for their groceries and now they want to steal diapers" (BuckysFriend). Another wrote, "There are people with babies that need fathers to help with their diaper needs. The pictures are worth a thousand words. Disgusting that people are acting like a bunch of jackals waiting on their turn at the corpse. Could you imagine the melee that would have occurred if help had not been called in?" (PuppyMomma).
The incident is strikingly reminiscent of Chapter 25 in The Grapes of Wrath, where fruit is left to rot on the ground, or dumped in rivers, or hauled away and sprayed with kerosene while thousands of migrants are starving nearby. In the meantime, anger and violence grows towards the migrants as they are viewed as a threat to the local economy. They too were animalized and unwarrantedly suspected of being capable of a variety of depravities. A Californian describes the migrants in these terms: "Them goddamn Okies got no sense and no feeling.
[. . .] They ain't a hell of a lot better than gorillas" (Steinbeck 301) . The nature of the anger, resentment, and suspicion of the "haves" against the "have-nots" has not changed all that much in seventy-five years and the general American public still defaults to stereotypical, racist, and demeaning stereotypes that place the blame for poverty squarely on the shoulders of the impoverished. One commenter on the news report asked, "Why aren't these folks at work?? They look able bodied to me" (Grace 422). Certainly Steinbeck, cognizant of larger and paralyzing economic forces, would be shaking his head.
Remarkably, the story of a near food-riot in 2013 did not make the national news. Less surprisingly, a socialist organization, the International Committee of the Fourth International (ICFI), reported the incident on its site, WSWS. org, and drew the parallels between the incident in Georgia and The Grapes of Wrath. The report asserts, "The existence of crowds of hungry citizens within the United States explodes the various proclamations from the Obama administration that an economic 'recovery' is underway, and demonstrates instead that the capitalist system is proving itself utterly incapable of meeting the most basic needs of society" (London) . While readers may indeed be suspect of a socialist interpretation of economic disparity in the United States, US Census Bureau data indicates that the ICFI, and Steinbeck, might just have a point. The most recent findings indicate that in 2011, 46.8 million people in the United States were living in poverty and nearly 25 percent of all children under the age of 18 were impoverished (US Department of Commerce). It will be interesting to see how the American public responds to a new film adaption of The Grapes of Wrath, which is bound to be a blockbuster with the support of Spielberg and DreamWorks. If Letts and Spielberg are faithful to Steinbeck's vision, viewers will likely find it difficult not to compare the plight of the migrants in the 1930s to the experiences of the impoverished in contemporary America.
When people are disgusted by social injustice, many still think of Steinbeck, writer of the people, even in other nations. Recently, a Thai news outlet ran a piece in which the writer uses the moral reasoning capabilities of Lennie Small from Of Mice and Men to condemn the Thai government for trade practices that have crippled the nation's economically critical rice industry (Kanchanalak) .
Steinbeck wrote in East of Eden, "If a story is not about the hearer he will not listen. " As long as people are tired of being trod upon or morally outraged by the injustice they witness all around them, they will always be able to hear their own stories in Steinbeck's works, which so brilliantly capture the authentic range of emotions and experiences of American life, which is still, unfortunately, marred by the unjust.
Works Cited
